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Transmission towers and power lines dot our landscape.
They are familiar features to us all. As they fill the landscape
they seem to become less foreign. It is hard to imagine a city
skyline without hair-like antennae piercing the sky from the tall
buildings. Some roofs are thick with antennae like trees
thrusting upward with their bare branches of steel, some of
which support the puff-ball form of microwave antenna. These
forms utilizing the truss system are so commonplace that they
have become virtually invisible to us.
My thesis concept started with the thought of creating
sculpture with these truss systems that surround us every day.
Drawing inspiration from a wide range of sources -- the
seemingly fragile towers that support our systems of
instantaneous communication, to the massive steel frameworks
that support our buildings, I set out to explore and sculpt with
these basic elements of contemporary environmental
construction.
The common truss systems around us, the radio towers, and
the regular
"V"
pattern of the trusses in the ceilings of industrial
buildings leave little to the imagination. These trusses, which
are straightforward, precise, and uniform over their entire
length, are part of the core structure of today's buildings. The
character of this internal structure too often carries over to the
exterior of buildings, leaving them feeling cold, and too
"machined". Therefore, I started looking for information about
ironworking at the turn of the century. At this time, surfaces
were covered with ornamentation due to the Victorian influence
on design. I knew of the Crystal Palace and the Eiffel tower; the
trusses in these historic structures were bolted together almost
to resemble living vines instead of machined metal.
The Crystal Palace was assembled in Hyde Park, London in
1850 for the Great Exhibition1- It was to exemplify a new form
of architecture. It was a building of glass and iron such as the
world had never seen. What made it truly unique was that some
of the parts had been prefabricated at the iron works. The
Crystal Palace was designed with modular style pieces that made
it possible to disassemble and reassemble the building in a
different arrangement. It was a marvel of the age. The design of
the Crystal Palace is intriguing because it was produced of cast
iron when ornamentation was essential to the design, as opposed
to the uniformed nondescript rolled steel stock pieces used today.
Today, steel comes in predescribed dimensions, and to be able to
alter it on the scale of the Crystal Palace is more than most can
afford to do. High-tech design, characterized by the glass and
steel towers, the uniformity of giant monuments of smooth and
reflective polished stone without the warmth of human touch, is
what much of today's architecture seems to strive for.
Since I was working on the structure of trusses in the
construction industry, I directed my research primarily toward
1 Robert Thome, "Paxton and
Prefabrication"
chap, in Enoineerinn and
Architecture, ed. Andreas C. Papadakis (London: Architectural Design, 1987).
architecture and civil engineering. I wanted to acquire some
knowledge of the development and uses of the many different
forms of trusses. It seemed that engineers' designs were so
simple in form because they were solely intended to provide
uniform strength across a span. I hoped to be able to transform
some of these truss designs into more artistic forms. I hoped
that in using this approach to my thesis, rather than mainly
researching other artists, my work would be more closely linked
to the truss systems around us.
Of the artists I know, one that has inspired me for some
time is George Rickey2. I had the good fortune to see some of his
work at the New York Museum of Modern Art and at Storm King.
Rickey's use of movement in the long slender steel fingers of his
sculptures excited me. I loved the movement of the work, the
way the form changed with the wind. The other artist to whom I
was introduced quite late in my thesis work was Kenneth
Snelson3. I was amazed at how my work developed along
seemingly similar lines of thought as Snelson's, but how different
our forms were. I marveled at his use of stainless tube and cable.
His pieces reminded me of truss structures and molecular
modeling -- only combined and taken further.
^Georae Rickey in South Bend Sept 8 - Oct 20, 1985, Art Center of South Bend,
Indiana University at South Bend, Saint Mary's College, The Snite Museum of Art,
University of Notre Dame (South Bend, IN, 1985).
3Kenneth Snelson Exhibition organized by Douglas G. Schultz, Essay by Howard
N. Fox (Buffalo, New York: Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 1981).
Most of the architecture books I found dealt with one of two
things: the facade of the building and its scale to human use, or
construction methods and a little bit of civil engineering about
how to calculate the load capacity of the trusses. On the other
hand, the engineering books showed the basic development of
some of the trusses, mainly for pitched roofs, and then proceeded
on to how the structures would react under stress. I was struck
by how the design could be broken down into its basic components
around a stress point, and then how the force vectors were
calculated. This was a promising starting point, but produced
little information that was of great help to me.
In addition to construction style truss-work, compression
shell architecture - as typified by Australia's Sydney Opera
House - provided some valuable design qualities for possible use
in my own work. I like the feeling of space that the architects
were able to create with the shell construction. Such giant forms
are able to cover an enormous area with very efficient use of
materials. The designing that goes into the structure of a shell is
like that of a giant spider's web of steel cables, abstracted into a
more complex form. There are several good books4 on the
methods of shell construction, which show how complicated it is
to produce such large sweeping arches.
4Philip Drew, Frei Otto Form and Structure (London: Crosly Lockwood Staples,
1976), and Edmund Happold, "A Personal Perception of Engineering", chap, in
Engineering & Architecture, ed. Andreas C. Papadakis (London: Architectural
Design 1987).
In looking though the civil engineering section of the library
I found one book that influenced my work more that any other:
Tensile Architecture5 by Philip Drew. Drew argues that the tent
is one of man's earliest forms of architecture. He describes many
different forms of tents from every part of the world: from the
nomadic tents of the Arabian deserts, to the Mongolian yurts and
the American Indian teepee. He also writes about man's use of
rope to construct bridges from the simple, two rope bridges still
being maintained in the Himalayas, to modern suspension bridges,
such as the Golden Gate Bridge.
It was with the help of Drew's book that I was able to bring
my thoughts together about the different truss systems and
explore them in an exciting and original manner. I now had a link
to bring together hard-edged construction with its precise angle
bracing, and the graceful arches of suspension bridges or even
shell architecture. Drew's Tensile Architecture also brought a
much wider timeframe of work from which to draw my ideas. It
gave me a continuum of design from the earliest portable tents,
to the time man's construction materials changed from wood to
steel, and into our time where a shell can be draped over an area.
It seems to me that with all our technical advances, we
should be able to develop more interesting and esthetically
pleasing ways of building. Shell architecture and the geodesic
dome are both forms that have combined esthetics and function,
5Philip Drew, Tensile Architecture (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1979).
but they seem to be the exception. My sculpture was inspired by
the quest to uncover the walls of our minds in order to expose
what is beneath the walls of the buildings we design and live in.
The Tower Vase (Figure 1) was a turning point in my design
concepts. The vase is at the point where it is questionably
functional; most people I have talked with see it as sculpture.
Prior to the Tower Vase, most of my work was symmetrical and
functionally oriented. With this piece, I broke away from my
normal patterns, with the asymmetric tower assemblage piercing
through the side of the bowl and the cover. The Tower Vase was
inspired by the microwave towers that dot the landscape. I
wanted to play with the scale of the different components, but
still allow the viewer to identify the origin of the design. It is
about man and nature: man seeking uniformed precision, and
nature with its own sense of order. I have always imagined this
tower form with a flower in the bowl, dwarfing the scale of the
tower, just as the transmission towers dwarf the wild flowers
on the hillside.
My next piece, the Tower Lamp (Figure 2), was based on a
construction crane. During a trip to Toronto, I was struck by all
the construction going on in that city. Each new high-rise
building had its own crane to grow around. And so my idea
originated from the concept of building a crane on a more human
scale. Having a solid base of an I-beam standing on end, the
tower rises from this perch to eye level. Instead of housing the
crane's winch, the tower's arm houses a neon tube which produces
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Figure 1
Tower Vase
stainless steel, bronze
5"
x
5"
x
34"

Figure 2
Tower Lamp
stainless steel, steel, copper, neon
29"
x
16"
x
64"
8
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a soft blue-white light. The Tower Lamp was a step back to
functional, symmetrical, safer forms, and away from the
exploration and imagery of the Tower Vase.
After creating the Tower Lamp, I switched back to a more
familiar area, and worked in a jewelry scale with miniature I-
beams (Figure 3). As my work progressed, the connections
between the pieces and how the pieces physically joined together
became more important. Thinking of machinery construction and
how the different pieces are all joined together left me with
many possibilities to consider. I started working with scaled-
down plastic pieces of I-beams -- twisting, cutting, joining and
heat-deforming them into sculptural jewelry forms that had, in
the end, little to do with the model buildings they were designed
to be used for. The models that showed the most promise to me,
were those more inspired by the scrapyard, or the twisted
remains of buildings, than the trusses of a building under
construction. Gone were the 90 degree joints, the continuous,
precise, clean lines of the steel, yet they were still I-beams.
The Twisted l-Beam Brooch (Figure 4) is a mini-sculpture. I
used butt joints between the I-beams such as you might find in
building construction, but without predictable straight neat
angles. Using the butt joints allowed the metal to fold back on
itself as if it were a crumpled piece of scrap out of a demolished
building. The Twisted l-Beam Brooch was left free to move on
the pin stem, just as an observer would be able to move around a
sculpture.
Figure 3
Untitled, bracelet
sterling silver
3"
x
3"
x
3/4"
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Figure 4
Twisted l-Beam Brooch
sterling silver, stainless steel, aluminum
4"
x
1"
x
1/2"
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Working with mini I-beams proved to be time-consuming,
and it was difficult to produce many truly dynamic pieces on a
miniature (jewelry) scale. I had a difficult time casting any
straight length of I-beam in silver that was of consistent quality.
I tried to cast plastic but could not get a good clean cast - the
surface was often very rough and pitted, so the joints were
clearly visible. I then switched to wax, but the wall thickness
seemed to vary, and the I-beams had a tendency to twist. I
produced several models in plastic but few cast well enough to
continue to work on. It was when I was in this mode of work that
I was reading about tensile architecture, and so my work started
to take new directions.
The Reflection Pins (Figures 5 and 6) originated from a
sketch of modified truss systems. I used the lines of the truss to
try to suggest movement from a very uniform design. I created
the drawing as a flat piece for steel and discarded it because it
was not developing into a sufficiently interesting repeating
pattern. In going back over the sketch several weeks later, I liked
the drawing as it was, but needed a method to mount or frame the
piece. I used the curved backing because it seemed to give the
trussing a reason for being there, and added a sense of tension to
the piece. The reflecting lines were not thought out before, but
added a new, serendipitous dimension to the work.
After reading through Tensile Architecture, the thought of
movement or nonrigid support became the focus for my work. I
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Figure 5
Reflection Pin
sterling silver, 14k gold, niobium
3"
x
5/8"
x
3/8"
Figure 6
Reflection Pin
anodized aluminum, stainless steel, niobium
1 3/4" x 1" x 3/8"
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remember reading while in high school about the Taoist
philosophic belief that it is better to be the reed in the river
always bending with the currents than the mighty oak that stands
strong with all its resolve, but breaks in the wind. Today's
designs are often engineered to be stable structures but also
flexible to some degree. Examples might be the airplane wing
that has always been designed to be as strong and as light as
possible, or the massive skyscraper, which today is built to move
with a strong wind or the earth if need be. I have admired the
simplicity of Moss tents which stand stably by themselves, using
the compression and the tension between the fabric and the
flexible fiberglass poles. These tents remind me of shell
construction in a portable fabric form. The opposition of
lightness and strength, flexibility and support, along with
possible movement in stable sculptural forms became part of the
basis of my next series of work (Figures 7-11).
The use of wire and its ability to show tension or support,
and its basic nature to be flexible, held great attraction for me.
The watchglasses appealed to me, with their graceful lines and
scientific implications. I also liked the support the wires gave to
the watchglass - the tensile way it is held in place, the fact
that the small wires and the watchglass both look fragile, but are
quite strong. The lines created by the wire can be very graceful,
and because the wires can disappear from view in the right
conditions, they open the question of what it is you are looking at.
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The Tension Pin (Figure 7) was about suspension bridges
with the cable binding the structure together. The surface of the
I-beam has gold fused on it in a manner that suggests peeling
paint. I left the silver to patina naturally; with time, the
contrast between the silver and gold will intensify The idea of
tying or bonding two forces together into one, as a bridge links
together land masses, was the inspiration of this bridge pin.
Aluminum Sail (Figure 8) was a piece about dynamics. It
came about from a fourth-generation sketch that had its origins
in a very bad perspective drawing of I-beams. Its final form was
influenced by mobile antennae and powerboat antenna, and went
from there to include sailboat rigging. This piece was of a new
form and scale for me, and presented some problems. I had not
worked with plate aluminum before and found that it machined
easily, but dented even more easily. Before looking at Snelson's
work I tried many different weights of steel cable and methods to
terminate the ends of the cable. If I had seen Snelson's work
before, I am sure the outcome of the cable design would have been
much different. The things I enjoy most about this piece are the
way that the glass disk is suspended from the mast, how the
tension originates from the wires as they hold the watchglass
securely in place, and how the watchglass can be positioned at
different angles. I worked out much of the detailing of this piece
as I went along, which led it far afield from the original design.
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Figure 7
Tension Pin
sterling silver, stainless steel, aluminum
6 1/2" x 1
1/4"
x
1/8"
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Figure 8
Aluminum Sail
aluminum, stainless steel, glass
19"
x
11"
x
18"
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The Balance (Figure 9) was for me about machine processes,
and in part, a reaction to what I had learned from doing the
Aluminum Sail. I liked the look and feel of the watchglass and
wanted to design a piece dealing with cantilevering. Architects
using cantilevers have produced some very dynamic buildings. I
had the steel gunblued to remove the high polish chrome effect of
the steel, to suggest a sense of weight and accentuate the guide
wires.
In designing the two suspended disk pieces, I was thinking
of suspension bridges, trusses, and bowl forms. I started by
working on one leg, focusing on how the wires would enclose the
leg, and how the pieces of metal should be joined together and
connected in the center. In using a symmetrical round format to
entrap the disk within the support wires, I was thinking about the
idea of a bowl and tried to include that feeling in the piece. I
constructed the three-legged suspended disk (Figure 10) with
anodized black aluminum, chrome cap screws, and stainless wire.
The piece strives for a feeling of high-tech with its clean,
precise lines and monotone colors. The legs reach skyward, and
the glass disk can be seen as another relay point in today's
massive communication system.
The four-legged suspended disk (Figure 11) was more about
support and time. The arms have more than enough steel to show
that there is strength in them. The purpose of the rusted steel is
to suggest an aged structure. The contrast between the rusted
18
Figure 9
Balance
steel, stainless steel, glass
10"
x
18"
x
14"
19

Figure 10
Untitled, three legged suspended disk
aluminum, stainless steel, glass
17"
x
17"
x 13 1/2"
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Figure 11
Untitled, four legged suspended disk
steel, stainless steel, glass
12"
x
12"
x
8"
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steel and the stainless steel wires supporting the polished
chemist's watchglass again suggests the paradoxes of fragility
and strength, of transience and permanence. These two pieces,
like the Tower Vase, are at the stage where their function is open
to question.
Conclusion
In creating my thesis work, I have grown as an artist, both
in the forms and the imagery of my pieces. I have always liked
the idea of being on the edge, where there is a question about the
work: whether the work is functional or not, sculpture or
jewelry, a model or a completed piece. Being on the edge always
leaves at least two ways of looking at the work. I tried to leave
room for interpretation about the origin of my thesis work. It
drew its inspiration not so much from any one source, as from a
combination of sources: bridge suspension and cross bracing with
suspension tension, as well as high-tech radio towers and
building trusses. It was my hope to be able to produce work that
would allow the viewers to be able to identify some of the
imagery in the pieces as part of the world around them. My work
seeks to make them think of the radio towers on the hills or the
last commercial building they saw under construction, and
perhaps to think about what supports us in our daily lives, to be
able to leap from their world to my work and back. My work
reflects its distinct references from the truss systems around
us, but is presented in such a way that one is unsure as to its
exact origins. I believe I have uncovered some of the walls we
22
have constructed around us, re-exposing ourselves to the world
we have created.
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